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Western Europe: Physical Environment 


Le 


Your teacher will project a base outline map of Europe on the screen, What 
do these data tell you about the regional area, Europe? Write your observa- 
tions below, For each observation you make, write a separate statement in 

the space provided under Initial Observations. 


Initial Observations Revisions 


Observation: 


Observation: 


Observation: 


Observation: 


Your teacher will project an outline map of Eurasia, What observations can __ 
you make about Europe now? 


Revised Statement 
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3, Turn now to the physical map of Europe (next page) and locate the mountainous 
areas, Your teacher will have you view a projection showing the mountainous 
areas, Viewing these two maps, what do you observe about the mountains of 
Europe? the hills? the plains? Enter below, 


Mountains: 


Hills: 


Plains: 
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4, 


Again, working with the outline map of Europe, look at the rivers of Europe, 
Your teacher will also project an outline map of Europe on the screen, Using 
both of these maps, what can you say about the rivers of Europe? Make your 
entries in a series of statements below. 
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Be sure you can name the major rivers of Europe accurately, Then label 
(print) their names on your outline map, Also, you should have labeled on 
your map the major bodies of water, mountains, and the NORTH 
EUROPEAN PLAIN (see questions 1, 2, 3, 4). 

5.1 For each of questions 1, 2, 3, 4, we have asked you to make observa- 
tions about the physical environment of Europe and then to revise your 
observations in the light of new data. Now, let’s see what you can do 
with these data, Given the interrelatedness of sea and land, landforms, 
and the river systems of Europe dealt with in questions 1-4 above, 
WHAT IMPLICATIONS DO YOU THINK THESE HAVE FOR THE 
DEVELOPMENT OF CIVILIZATION IN WESTERN EUROPE? Write 
your ideas here and try to give supporting reasons, 
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6. Now we turn to another important aspect of the physical environment of Europe, 
namely, the climate, HOW DO YOU DESCRIBE THE CLIMATE OF EUROPE? 
Try to write a fifty word statement in which you give an American tourist, 
about to spend a year in Europe, information about the climate he is about to 
experience, 
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7. Check your description of the climate of Europe against the data your teacher 
will project on the screen, Then read what the geographers have to say about 
the climate of Europe. Armed with these checked out data, make accurate 
entries under appropriate columns on the Retrieval Chart--see page 5 in your 
Student Manual. 


8. Your tourist friend asks you to give him some idea of the natural vegetation 
of Europe, What can youtell him? Write your reply in the space below. 
Try to give reasons for the information you provide, 
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9. 


10, 


LP 


Let’s check the accuracy of your information in No, 8 with the data on vegeta- 
tion that your teacher will project on the screen, Check your information with 
the geographers in the reading, ‘‘The European Environment: Vegetation"’ 
and then make accurate entries in the appropriate columns on your Retrieval 
Chart, 


By this time you find yourself in a discussion of European vegetation and the 
kinds of soil to be found in Europe, The tourist is pressing you for informa- 
tion on the soils of Europe, What do you have to say? 


Your teacher will provide data against which you can check out your statement 
in No, 10, Note wherein you were accurate, inaccurate, incomplete, 


In addition, you should read the short reading on ‘*Glaciation and the Great 
Plain of Europe’’ for the information provided on the soils of Northern Europe, 
and the ‘‘Notes on European Soils'’, Select now the data that provides the 
necessary information on European soils and enter on your Retrieval Chart, 
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13, 


Now we are ready to draw some conclusions or tenable generalizations from 
the data you have entered on the Retrieval Chart and your revised observa- 
tions on questions 1, 2, 3, 4. Your teacher will explain the procedure, 
Space is provided below for you to write the generalizations you develop about 
the physical environment of Europe from your data on questions 1, 2, 3, 4 
and on your Retrieval Chart, 


WHAT DO YOU THINK? WAS EUROPE A FAVORABLE ENVIRONMENT 
FOR THE DEVELOPMENT OF CIVILIZATION? BE PREPARED TO 
SUPPORT YOUR POSITION. 
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The European Environment: Climate* 


Marine West Coast Climate. Climatic effects of the ocean are most pronounced 

in areas along the northwestern seaboard of Europe, The climate of these areas is 
often referred to as the marine west coast or humid marine climate, This type of 
climate is characterized by relatively mild winters and relatively cool summers, 
with ample precipitation for crops at all seasons, a high proportion of cloudy 
weather, especially in winter, and considerable fog. Throughout the year, changes 
of weather follow each other in rapid succession, Rainfall in the marine west cli- 
mate tends to come in slow drizzles, often lasting for days. London has experienced 
as many as 72 successive rainy days. There is a large proportion of rainy days 
during the year, On the average London has 164 rain days and Paris 188; parts of 
the Shetland Islands, north of Scotland, have 260 rainy days a year.” Winter days 
are characteristically short, cloudy, dull, and humid. In the lowlands winter snow- 
fall is light, and the ground is seldom covered for more than a few days at a time. 
Summer days are longer, brighter, and more pleasant, but even in summer a good 
many chilly and overcast days occur, The frostfree season of 175 to 250 days is 
sufficiently long for most crops grown in the middle latitudes to mature, However, 
excessively cool and/or rainy summers in some areas are a handicap to certain 
crops such as corn and wheat, Regions of marine west coast climate are found in 
other parts of the world besides northwestern Europe, a notable example being the 
Pacific coast of Anglo-America from San Francisco northward to southern Alaska, 


Humid Continental Climate, Inland from the coast in western and central Europe 
the marine climate gradually changes. Winters become colder, summers hotter; 
the annual precipitation becomes somewhat less with more precipitation in summer 
than in winter; and the percentage of cloudiness and fog decreases, At a consider- 
able distance inland the climate becomes sufficiently different to be considered a 
separate type--the humid continental climate, This type of climate, which prevails 
in most of central Europe, is similar in many ways to the climate of east central 
United States, | 


Mediterranean Climate, Southern Europe has an unusually distinctive type of 
climate--the dry summer subtropical or mediterranean climate, The most charac- 
teristic feature of this climate type is the occurrence of a pronounced autumn and 
winter maximum of precipitation, The total yearly precipitation is less, on the 
average, than in the marine west coast and humid continental climates, and very 
little precipitation occurs during the winter months, when temperatures are most 
advantageous for crop growth. Mediterranean summers are warm to hot, and 
winters are mild, In the lowlands snow is rare, although it may accumulate to 
considerable depths on adjacent mountains, The frost-free season is very long, 
lasting practically the entire year in some of the most southerly lowlands, Winters 
in this climate region are famous for their mild, bright, sunny weather--a great 
attraction to tourists from the damper, cloudier, cooler regions of the north, In 
the United States a mediterranean type of climate occurs in parts of central and 
southern California, 


¥Jesse H. Wheeler, Jr., J. Lrenton Kostbade, Richard S. Thoman, Regional 
Geography of the World (New York: © Henry Holt and Company, 1955), 
pp. 46 and 48, Revised edition published 1961. Reprinted by per mission of Holt 
Rinehart and Winston, Inc, 

1. See chart, ‘'‘Climatic Data for Selected European Cities,’’ p, 11, 
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The European Environment: Climate 


Subarctic, Tundra, and Highland Climates. The greater part of Northern Europe 


has a subarctic climate characterized by long, severe winters and short, rather 
cool summers, Due to the shortness of the frost-free season, only the hardier 
crops can be grown, Most of the land in the subarctic areas is covered by coni- 
ferous forest, The tundra climate is found in northerly areas where conditions 
are too severe for a normal stand of trees, In such areas the vegetation is com- 
posed of moss, lichens, grass, low bushes, and a scattering of stunted trees, 
Conditions are even less favorable for agriculture than in the subarctic zone, 
Frost is apt to occur at any time during the year. The principal areas of tundra 
climate in Europe are found along the Arctic shore of the European mainland and 
on the island of Iceland. Both the subarctic climate and the tundra climate of 
Europe are duplicated, on a much larger scale, in the Soviet Union and Canada, 
These climate zones are among the most sparsely settled parts of Europe. 


The higher mountains of Europe, like high mountains in other parts of the world, 
have a highland climate varying in character according to the altitude. In the 

Alps, for instance, a range of climate is found which varies from subtropical at 
the base of the mountains to tundra and ice-cap climate at the highest elevations, 
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The European Environment: Vegetation* 


» . - Lhere is little left of the natural primary cover in Europe, . ,In the 
Arctic, cold reduces the annual vegetation period to very little: mosses with a 
low, sparse brush, covering a poor soil, frozen several months a year and marshy 
in summer, form the landscape of the tundra found in the north of Russia and 
Scandinavia, To the south, trees, growing gradually denser, form a forest which 
is rather thin in the coldest areas, Coniferous trees--that is trees with needles 
instead of leaves--~predomina‘e in the northern forests: firs, pines, spruces, 
mixed with birch trees in varying quantitics, The birch predominates in wide 
areas of the Russian forests, , , 


In warmer regions the coniferous trees are less frequent; they may consti- 
tute dense woods of a homogenous type in certain conditions--pines on drier, sandy 
soils or firs on certain mountain Slopes, The broad leaved forests of temperate 
countries, which used to be typical of Central and Western European landscapes, 
have been reduced by the clearing of the land to patches, some of which are still 
impressive, The oak tree used to play a predominant part in these areas; today 
the forests are very mixed, many of the species having been imported from remote 
countries, But a few virgin forests can still be found in the far northern sections 
of Europe or on the vast marshes of the eastern countries (particularly in the area 
of the Pinsk marshes in White Rus Sia). Vast stretches of forest remain on the 
main mountain ranges, especially on the slopes looking northward or westward; 
Since these receive more rain and less sunshine, the natives cleared them less 
than the better exposed slopes. Grass and tundralike formations prevail on the 
highest summits because of the cold and the force of the wind. . , Trees sometimes 
have difficulty in developing in the too-windy coastlines of Western Europe: woods 
may then be replaced by a lower brush, 


Toward the south and southeast, increased aridity restricts forest develop- 
ment, A high grassland landscape, with rare scattered clusters of trees, predomi- 
nates in the area known as steppes, , ,The steppe is a transition to the desert, 
which in extreme form is never reached in Europe, The main extension of the 
steppe is in the southern part of the Soviet Union, across the Ukraine and the lands 
of the Lower Volga River, A smaller steppic area covers the Hungarian depres- 
sion, and another the center of Spain. The origin of the steppe in such areas as 
Spain or the Ukraine has been discussed many times, Is it the result of natural, 
mainly climatic forces? Or did it develop as a result of the inability of the forest 
to reconstitute itself under a marginal climate after active deforestation by man? 
Deforestation by fire may have been easy in dry periods, for these lands have been 
set afire many times in the past, either in wars or to clear the way for grazing 
herds, 


The influence of depleted forest has for ages been decisive in shaping the 
Mediterranean vegetation, Most of the hills along the southern shore of Europe 
were forested in ancient times, but few of them remain wooded--the flocks of 
sheep needed open grazing ground, and the shepherd set fire repeatedly to the 
land, Out went the trees, and low brush, rich in thorny and odorous species, pre- 
dominated, . . varying according to the kind of soil. The crystalline areas grow 
the maquis, while limestone is usually covered with the garrigue (both French 


*Jean Gottman, A Geography of Europe (New York: (c) Holt, Rinehart and 
Winston, 1962), pp. 30, 31, Reprinted by permission of Holt, Rinehart and 
Winston, Inc, 
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The European Environment: Vegetation 


ee terms), The Mediterranean trees are of a somewhat different type than those of 
the north, The brevity and infrequency of the periods of the frost in winter have 
favored the plants staying green or the trees keeping their leaves all the year 
round, Examples are the famous olive, the cork oak, and the holm oak (holly). 
Many coniferous species are originally Mediterranean, such as the Lebanon 
cedar or the much more common Aleppo pine, Various kinds of pines spreading 
an umbrella of needles characterize the Mediterranean landscape, The olive and 
cork trees are cultivated, and the Aleppo pine is found in plantations far beyond 
the Mediterranean areas, for instance, as far up as the western coast of 
Brittany, . .The vast plains around Paris, intensively cultivated at present, 
used to be covered with deep forests which most specialists think consisted 
chiefly of oak trees, although some experts believe beech groves predominated at 
Ue eles 


Glaciation and the Great Plain of Europe* 


At the time of the Great Ice Age, the continental ice sheet that covered 
Scandinavia and Scotland moved across what today is England, Germany, Poland, 
the Netherlands and Russia, Specialists estimate that over a period of a million 
years the ice sheets advanced and retreated, Some parts of Europe underwent 
oS four such periods of glaciation, The most recent period in which the ice sheet 

retreated is estimated to be 35,000 years ago, Evidence of the gouging out of 
hollows and the deep scouring that removed surface soil is visible in Scandinavia 
and parts of the British Isles, The result is many lakes, thin soil and bare rock, 


In the Great Northern European Plain area the glaciers deposited the 
materials they carried on their under side, These deposits were sandy, in the 
main, and not very fertile. To the south of the Northern European plain there is 
a band of loess material. It is thought that when the glaciers retreated, the winds 
picked up and carried quantities of the small particles deposited by the glacier 
and carried them southward forming the band of rich soil known as loess that 
extends along the southern edge of the Great Plain of Europe from northeastern 
France, to southern Poland, and Southern Russia. 


*See SSCSC Transparency No, 95,1 for overlay showing maximum extension of 
i) glaciation and slide showing loess deposits, 
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Notes on European Soils 


Podzols predominate in Scandinavia and northern Russia, These soils tend 
to be grayish white, an ashlike shade, hence they are called podzols, Ash is zola 
in Russian and the term, podzol, derives from a late nineteenth century Russian 
Imperian Bureau Soil classification, 


Boulder clay alternates with sandy soils in the glaciated areas of the Great 
Northern Plain of Europe, To the immediate south of the Great Plain, and form-— 
ing a long band extending from Northeastern France to Southern Russia, large 
patches of rich loess appear and also rich loam that covers the limestone plateaus, 


On slopes of the high Alpine ranges, deep alluvial soil covers the bottom of 
the valleys, and podzol soil covers the high summits that have not been worn down 
to bare rock, 


The ‘‘red earth’’ or terra rossa found around the Mediterranean appears 
to be the result of weathering of limestone, 


Soil experts maintain that the quality of a soil depends on the extent to which 
it is leached, Podzol type soils, for example, tend to develop a solid crust which 
prevents water from percolating through them thus preventing roots from penetrat- 
ing to greater depths. Scientific agriculture has developed ways of combatting 
this kind of deterioration of the soil, Regular and moderate moistening of the land 
all the year round; the abundance of fog and dew, the long drizzling rains every 
month in the year have prevented the rapid leaching of soils in northwestern Europe, 


(Adapted from Jean Gottman, A Geography of Europe) 
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